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Remarks By
The Honorable
Katherine D. Ortega
Treasurer of
the United States
before the 1984 AWSCPA-ASWA Joint
Annual Meeting October 10, 1984

It was only a short time ago — some
fourteen years — that I was in public
accounting with Peat, Marwick, Mit
chell and Company and a member of
your organization’s Los Angeles
chapter (ASWA). I have watched with
pride over the years the progress of my
colleagues, some of whom have
achieved partnership status in big
eight firms. I never cease to encourage
young women to enter the profession
— for it was an excellent training
ground for me.
I am so often asked what exactly
does the job of Treasurer of the United
States involve. Well, to be perfectly
honest about it, there is a lot of confu
sion as to the difference between my
role and that of The Secretary of The
Treasury, Donald T. Regan. Some
people have suggested that I print the
money and The Secretary spends it!
Another question I am often asked is
whether I spend the entire day sitting
behind my desk personally signing
dollar bills. Of course, I do sign U.S.
currency; during my first year as
Treasurer my name appeared on near
ly 60 billions dollar worth.
If I might get a little personal, it is
another signature with which I have
been most intimately concerned, one
that was written across my life and
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outlook from the first days I can recall.
It was a highly distinctive signature —
and yet I have no doubt that there are
many women in this room who can
boast of similar handwriting on the
wall. For me, it is the signature of fami
ly values, strong parents and eight
brothers and sisters that shaped my
views and guided my ambitions.
I was raised the youngest member
of my family, in the great depression
that swept over New Mexico like the
rest of America, washing away for
tunes and strangling millions of hard
working men and women on the rock
of their own fortitudes. In the Ortega
family, that meant a set of parents who
encouraged work and ruled out accep
ting any assistance from a generous
government. So my brothers sold soap
door to door, clothing was patched and
repatched, and we all drew a little
closer in huddling against the
economic ill winds blowing at the time.
From my father I learned in words
that he often repeated that I was as
good as anyone, and that if I ever
undertook to do a job. I was obliged to
demonstrate that fact by putting in a
full day’s work and striving to achieve
a fair portion of excellence. Don’t let
anyone suggest otherwise, he told us.
Don’t wear a chip on your shoulder.

And don’t put your faith anywhere but
in your God, your community, your
family and, ultimately, yourself.
To help make ends meet, he nailed
together coffins and worked in a Bent,
New Mexico copper mine. The one
thing he never buried was his convic
tion that individuals are the testing
ground for abstract ideals — deter
mination, imagination, enterprise and
compassion. For him, climbing up the
ladder did not justify pulling it up after
a successful ascent. On the contrary
— it meant extending a helping hand
to others, seeing that they got a step
up on to the first rung, a boost out of
hardship and a strong dose of what I
like to call compassionate capitalism.
Thanks to his example, I have been
able to make my own way up that
same ladder — to help run a family
business, to become the first woman
to serve as president of a California
bank, to serve at President Reagan’s
invitation as Treasurer of the United
States.
I have been fortunate, out of it all, I
have become more than ever con
vinced of the importance of women
everywhere coming together to share
their experiences and pool their collec
tive skills. That is one reason I was so
pleased to accept your invitation.
Behind the booming headlines an
nouncing our current economic expan
sion — the dramatic cuts in inflation
and unemployment, the recent
decline in interest rates, the hefty sales
of new cars and new houses — there
is another story being played out, one
with historic implications and yet one
which doesn’t always make the front
page or evening newscast.
Women are on the front line of an
advancing army. As we advance,
however, we need to continue to lend
a helping hand to other women. I have
always been a firm believer that you
don’t achieve anything in this life
without help and support from others.
Women mentors have played an im
portant role in my own career. One of
my role models is my older sister,
Ethel, who also happens to be a Cer
tified Public Accountant. Her guidance
and business sense through these
years have been invaluable. In 1974
she sold her accounting practice and
organized a savings and loan in New
Mexico. She became the CEO and
Chairman of the Board and is presently
serving as state president of the New

Mexico League of Financial Institu
As you and I witness an expanding
tions. You might find it interesting that role for women throughout our soci
when Ethel applied for her savings and ety, I only hope that we can expand our
loan charter she was projecting a prof own efforts to encourage cooperation
it from year one. However, she was among ourselves. For example, the
told by the State Banking Department Olympic Goin Marketing Program was
and the FHLB this would be impossi a campaign of teamwork — not unlike
ble and she should expect to lose the athletic teamwork and individual
money for the first five years. She was excellence displayed to such heart
thus “persuaded” to change the warming effect on the playing grounds
figures to show a loss in order to ob and running tracks of Los Angeles this
tain her savings and loan charter. I am past summer. And to each of you, en
pleased to report that Ethel proved gaged in a kind of personal competi
them wrong and has shown a profit tion — a race against yourself, a
from year one.
vaulting over standards of yesterday,
Another woman who has helped me and a marathon of personal application
professionally is Romana Acosta — I emphasize that we are all part of
Banuelos, a successful business a team. A team that is 53 percent of
woman who started her own Mexican the American people, 51 percent of the
Food Products business with only American workforce, a team whose
$400. Mrs. Banuelos served as the ranks are constantly being replen
34th Treasurer of the United States ished with brave and brainy
and was the first Hispanic to hold the newcomers.
position. Today she serves as presi
Our team takes its inspiration from
dent of a commercial bank in Los another woman, one who lived a
Angeles. She was of assistance to me historic double-life more than a century
in making the transition from private ago. On the surface, there was little to
business to public office.
distinguish her from others who
I would encourage all of you to seek walked the streets of Amherst, Massa
out women you admire. Talk with chusetts. She never worked in an of
them, and ask their opinions. And I fice, never appeared in a headline,
urge those of you who have estab never raised a family. The only power
lished yourselves in the business world she wielded lay in her poetry. And yet
to seek out young women and support her artistry and her vision have in
them with your own knowledge and spired millions ever since. In a single
memorable phrase, Emily Dickinson
experience.
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distilled the essence of her craft and
the heart of America’s distinguishing
creed... “I dwell in possibility,” she
wrote.
Like the belle of Amherst, we too
dwell in possibility. We take our stand
in the newest American revolution, one
overcoming barriers of law or custom
that until now have kept millions of
women from realizing their ambitions.
It is a cause to which I have dedicated
much of my life. I know many of you
feel the same. Together, it is a cause
we are winning — not just for
ourselves, nor for our daughters, but
for the country which mothers us all.
For your efforts, I salute you — and
from them I take heart for whatever
battles lie ahead. I wish each of you
good luck and God’s blessings. Thank
you very much. Ω
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